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The First Streamliner
At four minutes after six on a May morning in 
1934 a small silver train, powered with a 660 
horsepower Diesel locomotive, “zoomed out of the 
Colorado dawn” with a full complement of 72 
passengers. The Burlington Railroad was about 
to test a new “speed king of the rails” — the 
Zephyr.
The start had been delayed over an hour by a 
broken bearing. Then, only a few miles outside 
Denver, another mishap almost ended the trial 
run. A wire in the air condenser broke. Favored 
by a downgrade, the Zephyr s power was cut and 
she coasted for about 25 miles, slowing down to a 
mere 40 miles an hour, while the damage was re­
paired. From there on, nothing hindered the 
amazing, roaring dash of the streamliner.
Across the plains of Colorado and Nebraska, 
across the prairies of Iowa and Illinois, the small 
train sped. All passenger trains on the Burlington 
lines were sidetracked — went “into the hole” in 
railroad parlance — forty-five minutes before the
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Zephyr was due to pass, while freight trains were 
stopped two hours in advance. At every grade 
crossing, for the entire thousand miles to Chicago, 
one or two employees of the Burlington lines were 
stationed; in the towns, street crossings were 
roped off. And all across the country people gath­
ered to wait and watch for the “bullet train.”
The Zephyr entered Iowa at Council Bluffs 
about 1 o’clock in the afternoon. Three hours and 
thirty-two minutes later it passed through Burling­
ton, 274 miles away. It had averaged 73.3 miles 
per hour across the state; between Villisca and 
Corning it hit 92 miles an hour; from Corning to 
Creston, 83.2, arriving at Creston at 2:11. From 
Creston to Osceola the speed was 82.5 miles an 
hour; while from Osceola to Melrose it dropped to 
72 for that 41-mile distance.
The watchers, especially those in the towns 
along the way, could see but little of the flashing 
train. As the time approached, and excitement 
mounted, a distant rumble could be heard; then an 
increasing roar, a shrill whistle, a flash of silver — 
and the Zephyr had passed. Those in the coun­
tryside, farther away from the tracks, could watch 
the train for a few miles in its headlong dash — 
could view for a longer moment a new and revolu­
tionary development in railroading.
At nine minutes after seven that evening the 
Zephyr — a “silver gleam in the dusk” — reached 
Chicago, where it was switched onto the track of
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the transportation pageant on the lake front 
grounds of Chicago’s Century of Progress Expo­
sition — a new climax in the long history of man’s 
efforts to move from place to place on wheels.
The previous world s nonstop record for a loco­
motive had been made by England’s Royal Scot 
— a record of 56 miles per hour on a 401-mile run. 
The Burlington Zephyr ran the 1,015.4 miles from 
Denver to Chicago at an average of 77.6 miles per 
hour — varying from 70 to 112.5 miles.
Weighing about 95 tons — almost as much as a 
standard Pullman car — the little three-car, all- 
metal Zephyr had been introduced to the public 
on April 9, 1934, and had been on exhibition at 
various points throughout the country since that 
date. The entire train was but 197 feet long. 
Built of lightweight stainless steel, the three cars 
had only sixteen wheels, in contrast to the usual 
thirty-six on a similar conventional type train. 
The three cars (the combined locomotive and mail 
car; the baggage, buffet, and smoking car; and the 
chair car with a miniature “parlor car’’ or lounge 
at the rear) were “articulated’’ — that is, the rear 
of one car and the front of the next rested on 
the same truck. The Zephyr had been built at the 
Philadelphia works of the Edward G. Budd Man­
ufacturing Company; the interior had been deco­
rated by Paul Cret of Philadelphia; and the over­
all styling planned by Holabird and Root, archi­
tects of Chicago.
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This was the first "streamliner.” Many trains 
have been dieselized since 1934, but not all of 
them are, technically, streamliners. In railroad 
vocabulary, a "streamliner” is a train planned and 
designed, inside and out, to form "one integral 
unit.” The interior decoration follows one color 
scheme, while all hand rails or other protruding 
fixtures have been removed from the outside, giv­
ing the entire train a "sleek appearance with a uni­
form height from locomotive to the very last car.” 
As the Zephyr pulled into Chicago on May 26, 
1934, a new era in railroading began. The first of 
the streamliners had inaugurated the Diesel age of 
train travel.
